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AN APPEAL FOR THE THESAURUS LINGUAE 
LATINAE ^ 



By W. A. Oldjather 
University of Illinois 



The cause of the classics is essentially a cause of learning. 
We may delve into the written and monumental records of the 
great civilizations of Greece and Rome for many different mo- 
tives — to furnish an elegant and ennobling employment for our 
leisure hours; to elevate and refine our taste in literature and 
the fine arts; to study the causes and processes of progress and 
decadence in one of mankind's greatest periods of achievement; 
to trace the origin of literary types, the sources of poetic inspira- 
tion, the beginnings of our social and religious institutions; 
to give background, perspective and proportion to our view of 
history, that we may act intelligently in the parts which we 
too must play; to avoid conspicuous and proven errors and to 
emulate sagacious and successful policies and procedures — in a 
word to face our present duties and to solve our present problems 
fully equipped with the accumulated wisdom and experience of 
two of the most gifted races of men. But the foundation and pre- 
requisite of every one of these utilizations of the classical heritage 
is precise and thoughtful knowledge, comprehensive and accurate 
learning. We may not trust to luck or tact, to inspiration or 
intuition, however valuable these may prove to be in other types 
of action and achievement. We must know the facts as they 
actually were before we are justified in drawing conclusions 
from them, and we must ever expand the range of our inquiries 
and add refinement and precision to our methods, raising new 
questions as new material becomes available, and as new points of 
interest arise in the intellectual currents of our times. If the 
venerable tradition of classical studies stands for anything, it 

^Read at the Third Annual Meeting of the American Classical League, 
Boston, July 3, 1922. 
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means learning, comprehensive, exact, expanding. And there- 
fore no audience Hke this, composed of friends of the Classics, 
can feel that anything which pertains to a great project of clas- 
sical learning is alien to it. We may be unable to give material 
assistance ; it is impossible that we should withhold our sympathy. 

The cause which I have been requested to present to you today 
is that of the Thesaurus Linguae Latinae, a lexicon and treasury 
of the Latin language from the earliest inscriptions of the fourth 
or fifth century before Christ down to the works of Saint Isidore 
of Spain in the seventh century of the Christian era ; perhaps the 
greatest single undertaking of co-operative scholarship, when 
one considers the number and the distinction of those scholars 
who have brought it to its present state, the difficulties of the 
task, its degree of completeness, and the wide range of interests 
which it serves. Let me give a very brief sketch of its inception 
and organization, its character and the services that it is designed 
to render. 

It is now almost a century since Friedrich August Wolf pub- 
lished a proposal for the preparation of a great thesaurus-lexicon 
of the Latin language. He had hoped to secure the aid of the 
classical scholars of England, France, Germany, Italy, and the 
smaller states of Europe in a truly international organization, but 
the time was not ripe, and after some correspondence with David 
Ruhnken the efifort came to naught. Again in 1858 King Maxi- 
milian II of Bavaria was almost on the point of establishing a 
similar enterprise under the supervision of that great triumvirate, 
Ritschl, Halm, and Fleckeisen, but the proposed grant was finally 
diverted to other uses. It was not until 1883 that the present 
work was actually begun, after a fashion, with the establishment, 
under the editorship of Eduard Wolfflin and with the aid of the 
Bavarian Academy, of the Archiv fur lateinische Lexikographie, 
a journal devoted to the collection and the critical study of the 
materials for the great lexicon. To the fifteen volumes of this 
valuable journal scholars from all over the world, including, I 
am proud to record, not a few Americans, like Abbott, Bennett, 
Lease, Header, C. H. Moore, Rand, Rolfe, Sanders, and others. 
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contributed important preliminary studies, and prepared the first 
tentative drafts of a few articles for the Thesaurus itself. In 
1889 Martin Hertz made so stirring an appeal and presented so 
practical a plan, in an address before a gathering of philologists 
at Gorlitz, that the Prussian Kultusministerium was moved to 
take the proposal under advisement, and in a short while, with 
the active support of many scholars, chief among whom perhaps 
was Theodore Mommsen, Franz Biicheler and Eduard Wolfflin, 
in 1893 completed the final plans for collecting the material. 
These were approved by the Academies of Berlin, Leipzig, Got- 
tingen, Munich, and Vienna, which made adequate subventions 
for the preliminary labors, and the enterprise was fairly launched. 
There was to be listed on cards every word from every Latin 
writer, no matter how fragmentary or unimportant, from the 
beginning as far as to the age of the Antonines (together with 
a few others like Apuleius, Commodian, the Vulgate, portions of 
Tertullian and the like) , of all inscriptions in verse and of all the 
important portions of inscriptions in prose. From the age of 
the Antonines down to Saint Isidore excerpts only were prepared, 
but these have been steadily enlarged as the work has progressed. 
Finally all modern critical material in opuscula, dissertations, 
programs, and serials was collected and arranged similarly upon 
cards. Nearly every text was revised by a competent, often a 
distinguished, scholar, for the amount of gratuitous labor on the 
part of highly skilled specialists was truly astonishing, evidence 
of the enthusiasm and devotion to the advancement of science 
which the undertaking had evoked. Upon large filing cards 
complete passages, with all important textual variants, were 
entered, and these were then multiplied by a lithographic process 
as many times as there were different words in the passage con- 
cerned. Each separate word was then underscored and entered 
in the upper right-hand comer, and after that the cards were 
filed alphabetically under the author's name, so that there ap- 
peared, when the work was done, a complete concordance-index 
for each word in every Latin author of the first four centuries, 
together with all the important words from every author for the 
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remainder of the period covered. Under the supervision of 
Friedrich Leo at Gottingen the poets and the inscriptions were 
thus indexed and excerpted; under the supervision of Eduard 
Wolfflin at Munich the same was done for the prose writers. In 
a little more than five years, that is, in the fall of 1899, the col- 
lection was completed and transferred to Munich, where in the 
Academy building the cards were stored and arranged in order 
for use. At this time the cards numbered about 4,500,000, while 
the number now has reached 10,000,000. 

And here let me pause to remark that this collection of material 
retains a large measure of its original value, even after the publi- 
cation of the articles which are based upon it. For the cards are 
rearranged after they have once been used, and instead of being 
filed as originally under the name of each separate author, they 
are grouped alphabetically under the separate words arranged 
according to the authors in which they occur. There is thus 
gradually growing up a great concordance-lexicon on cards 
showing all the material upon which the articles in the Thesaurus 
are based, and these cards are open at all times to the inspection 
of any one who desires to use them for scientific purposes. Not 
only that, for few can travel to Munich and inspect this ma- 
terial personally, the staflf of the Thesaurus is always ready to 
examine the collections and report upon them, giving the refer- 
ences to all the passages not cited in the printed articles, and 
reporting in full upon all words which have not been reached in 
the process of publication. And I should also add in this con- 
nection that the present Director, Dr. Georg Dittmann, has 
requested me to announce that he will undertake to provide for 
all such work being done accurately at a moderate cost. The 
present fee is 20 marks an hour for time actually spent, that is, 
about seven cents, a very low rate indeed for highly expert labor, 
and I am glad to be able to testify that the quality of the service 
is impeccable. 

This permanent preservation of the material upon which the 
Thesaurus is based is a necessity, because obviously not every 
instance of every word can be listed in the printed articles — 
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there would be no end of publication, and the lexicon would be- 
come almost useless even to the specialist. Of course in the case 
of rare words every appearance is actually recorded, but with the 
commoner ones a representative selection is made, and all such 
articles in the recent volumes, beginning with the third, are 
specially marked, so that one can tell at a glance whether he has 
all the existing evidence before him or not. 

In October, 1899, Dr. Friedrich Vollmer, with an Assistant 
Director and a staff of eleven young Doctors of Philosophy, took 
charge of the publication, and the first fascicle appeared from 
the press the next year. In 1905 Dr. Vollmer was succeeded as 
director by Dr. Lommatzsch, and in 1912 he in turn by Dr. 
Georg Dittmann, the present director. It is a pleasure also to 
record that for a number of years one of our well-known Ameri- 
can Latinists, Dr. Alfred Gudeman, was actively employed and 
took a part in the preparation of the fifth and sixth volumes. 

The general plan of the articles is as follows : First comes the 
word in its accepted spelling, then a very brief indication of the 
etymology (where this is not at once obvious, as in compounds, 
a note is added by Professor Thumeysen — but it should be 
made clear that only accepted results are recorded, and that with- 
out discussion, for the Thesaurus is not an etymological diction- 
ary), then follow the various forms that occur, when these are 
of any interest or significance, the variant spellings, the discus- 
sion and comment upon the word by ancient authors, a brief 
indication of what writers employ it and, if it is at all common, 
what considerable writers do not (frequently valuable informa- 
tion, and, I believe, a unique feature of this particular lexicon), 
then a very brief list of the direct derivatives in all the Romance 
languages from the hand of Professor Meyer-Lubke. After 
this follows the history of the word and of its meanings in the 
general, particular, tropical or metaphorical uses, the common 
word-combinations and phrases, and the like, all arranged, as 
far as is possible, in accordance with the postulated semasiological 
development, and with the citations in strict chronological order, 
and finally the direct Latin derivatives are given. Another not- 
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able feature is the inclusion of all proper nouns, personal and 
local, so that that this lexicon is also an incomparable collection 
of historical, geographical, and topographical information. 

Of course I would not give you to understand that all this 
work is perfect — far from it ; it is made by ordinary men not 
naturally wiser or more gifted than the rest of us, although 
perhaps a little more industrious than the average; inevitably 
most of the work is done by relatively young scholars; every 
man is entitled to make some mistakes, and a young man may 
well be expected to make a good many. Especially in the earlier 
volumes there are not a few omissions and errors, due in part 
to the necessity of beginning sometime, for if publication had 
been delayed until everything was in perfect shape, nothing 
would ever have been done at all. But in the great card con- 
cordance-lexicon are stored the materials upon which any revi- 
sion must be based, and these will ever remain accessible to the 
scholars of all lands, so that the Thesaurus, unlike many other 
similar undertakings, is engaged steadily in gathering and ar- 
ranging the very matter which will enable future generations to 
correct its errors and to amplify and make more precise its 
results. 

As to its progress, the first volume bears the date 1900, (al- 
though it was begun and not completed in that year), the second 
1906, the third 1907, the fourth 1909; of the fifth, the first six 
fascicles appeared between 1910 and 1915, of the sixth, the first 
five fascicles appeared between 1913 and 1921. The Great War 
of course cut down the staff and delayed progress, so that in the 
last eight years only five fascicles have been brought out, that 
is, somewhat less than one-half of one volume out of the sixteen 
or seventeen which apparently the completed work will require. 

On the side of operation and maintenance it should be said that 
the control is in the hands of a commission appointed by the five 
great Universities of the German-speaking world, Berlin, Vienna, 
Munich, Leipzig, and Gottingen, the present commission con- 
sisting of Diels, Hauler, Heinze, Lommatzsch, Norden, Plasberg, 
Reitzenstein, and Vollmer. The same Academies have hitherto 
met the expenses of the modest salaries of the staff, and are now 
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contributing annually 64,000 M., about $2,100. This past year 
some help has come from the Bavarian Civil Service, about 
44,000 M., or about $1,450. 59,300 M., or nearly $2,000, were 
contributed also by several governments, foundations, and socie- 
ties, most of it by the "Notgemeinschaft" out of funds raised by 
friends of science and scholarship outside the limits of the 
former German Empire. The salary of the director, less than 
that of an ordinary high school teacher in this country, is met 
by the Prussian Government, which has granted him indefinite 
leave for this service. The secretary is living on his retiring 
allowance as a Gymnasium teacher, which is paid by the State 
of Bavaria. One other assistant is supported on a fellowship 
granted by the Government of Switzerland. The printing is 
provided for by the firm of B. G. Teubner and Company in 
Leipzig, which meets all the expenses of this nature. 

Perhaps something should be said also about the comparative 
scale of the Thesaurus. Taking the first three letters of the 
alphabet, I find that the Harper's lexicon of Lewis and Short 
devotes what amounts to about 900,000 words to them, the The- 
saurus on the other hand approximately 7,500,000; it is thus 
something more than eight times as detailed. Comparison with 
the Oxford English Dictionary, to us the best known lexi- 
cographical work which is really in a class with the Thesaurus, 
shows that the former, despite its gigantic range, the multitude 
of dialectic forms and variant spellings, and the almost porten- 
tous copiousness of the English vocabulary, exceeds the bulk of 
the Thesaurus upon the first three letters of the alphabet by a 
scant two percent. Or, if one takes a very rough estimate indeed 
of what the completed work in each case will include, it seems 
probable that the English Dictionary will surpass the Latin in 
size by not more than one-tenth ; while, despite the fact that the 
Thesaurus includes all proper nouns, in view of the much more 
restricted vocabulary of Latin, the treatment of each individual 
word in the Thesaurus is much more detailed than in the Oxford 
Dictionary. 

But what after all is the value of this mass of systematized 
learning? One hesitates even to ask the question, for it is im- 
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possible to summarize in a few moments what should require 
hours for adequate portrayal and illustration; but the attempt 
must be made. And first, there is not a single phase of classical 
studies which is not illumined by the precise determination of the 
meanings, especially in their more recondite employment, of 
every ancient Latin word. The student of history, geography, 
topography, and nomenclature will possess a priceless subsidium 
in this complete collection of all the material upon any name, 
and the labor involved in gathering one's data will in many 
instances be no longer necessary, with all that this means in sav- 
ing time and thereby increasing the productivity of scholarship. 
The drudgery of editing texts will be greatly reduced when the 
editor has before him all the available evidence upon the possible 
and approved prosody, forms, spellings, usages, and construc- 
tions of every word. No longer will so many precious hours 
have to be spent in turning over the pages of dissertations and 
ephemeral literature of long ago in search of a particular bit of 
desired information. Commentators also will have a full collec- 
tion of parallels and illustrations for linguistic and stylistic illum- 
ination, and in due time there will become universal the already 
well-established usage of saving space, time, and printer's 
charges by referring to the precise passage in the Thesaurus for 
confirmatory and illustrative evidence, and printing only acces- 
sions of new material and corrections of erroneous opinions. 
The study of sources and models in every aspect of vocabulary 
and style, with all that this signifies for a scientific knowledge of 
literature and history, will be notably furthered. The lexi- 
cography of every modern language of the civilized peoples of 
Europe and America will be enriched, especially of English and 
the Romance tongues. As in history Rome stands midway be- 
tween Antiquity and the Modern Age, between the Orient and 
the Occident, gathering up all that went before into a gigantic 
synthesis and than redistributing it along the pathway of all the 
western civilizations that radiate from her central position, so the 
Latin language, warder of the past and key to the future, is 
central, typical, fundamental, and such, I venture to claim, among 
the enterprises of classical scholarship is the place and the relative 
importance of the Thesaurus. 
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This enterprise is now unhappily in extreme difficulties. The 
stafif was greatly reduced in consequence of the war, and the rate 
of progress was markedly slowed down, hardly more than a 
single fascicle a year appearing during that interval. Then 
came the military catastrophe, followed by economic disruption. 
Austria went almost bankrupt, and even Prussia, although it has 
more than tripled its original subvention, is at present actually 
contributing what amounts to little more than one-twentieth of 
what it used to give, when one bears in mind the increased cost 
of living, materials, and production and the portentous deprecia- 
tion of the currency. Funds which prior to the war, with 
economy and self-sacrifice, were hardly adequate for maintenance, 
have since the peace become pathetically insufficient. The regu- 
lar members of the staff, highly trained men who have been in 
the service of the Thesaurus from five to twenty years, several of 
them married, are trying somehow to live on salaries of from 
$400 to $900. All of them have used up whatever private means 
they possessed ; many of them have not been able to take a vaca- 
tion for years, but have done extra work during that period; 
some have been compelled to sell part of their libraries and even 
of their household furniture. The general staff, which at one 
time numbered sixteen to nineteen, has been reduced to five 
regular employes, three assistants, a director, a secretary and the 
holder of a fellowship from Switzerland. The rate of produc- 
tion has been so cut down that at the present output of about one 
fascicle a year it will be a full century before the remaining 
volumes are completed, and thus not only our generation, but 
two more beyond our time will be deprived of this inestimable aid 
to classical studies. More than once since the conclusion of the 
war the controlling commission has considered the necessity of 
closing down and of breaking up the organization; but fortun- 
ately the contribution of some small sums of money from friends 
of the Classics in Holland, Switzerland, Scandinavia, and the 
United States has hitherto prevented that catastrophe. With 
the mark at one-seventieth of its former value and the general 
cost of living fourteen hundred percent higher than it was in 
1914, and with no increase in revenues but, instead, a positive 
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falling off, it would seem to be a sheer impossibility for the The- 
saurus much longer to keep its head above water. 

Here is a notable opportunity for a friend, or the friends, of 
classical scholarship in America to save and complete a great 
scientific enterprise, a distinguished work of peace, national in- 
deed in its inception, but truly international in its ideals and 
service, to further the cause of learning and of culture, to de- 
serve well of countless generations of scholars who will drink at 
this fountain, to achieve another act of disinterested benefaction 
which will merit and will certainly receive the plaudits of the 
whole world of humanistic scholarship. I appeal for help not 
in behalf of the little handful of men now working at the task; 
they may secure other employment. I appeal for help not in 
behalf of the classical scholars of Germany ; they will suffer no 
more from the suspension of the Thesaurus and profit no more 
from its completion than will the scholars of every other nation. 
I appeal for help in behalf of the cause of the Classics in America 
and in all the world, now and for centuries to come. The The- 
saurus Commission is willing to modify the present national 
control and accept an internationalization of the project, with 
supervision vested in a new Commission representing the clas- 
sical scholarship of all lands from which assistance is forthcom- 
ing, if only the work can be supported and carried through to 
its conclusion. Two hundred thousand dollars, or perhaps even 
a somewhat smaller sum, would meet all the costs of the enter- 
prise and insure the completion of the Thesaurus within the next 
decade. In the opinion of Dr. Dittmann $2^500 a year would 
restore the rate of progress maintained during the first period 
and so perhaps finish the task within the next thirty years. Even 
a few hundred dollars at the prevailing rate of exchange, if con- 
tributed regularly per annum, would prevent suspension and the 
break up of the organization, and so tide over the enterprise to a 
period, one may hope not far distant, when the organized friend- 
ship among the new and the old nations of Europe will once more 
allow such works of peace and learning to flourish. Is it possi- 
ble that America, wealthy, unselfish, beneficent America, should 
willingly allow the Thesaurus Linguae Latinae to perish ? ^ 

1 Since this appeal was prepared the situation has grown rapidly more 
desparate. Something must be done within the next few months or the 
Thesaurus is lost. [Sept. 13, 1922.] 



